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Introduction



  


  Though originally meant as a standalone anthology, the Bardic Tales and Sage Advice collection has evolved into an annual celebration of speculative fiction. This installment of the series features both the winners of our annual Readers' Choice Awards and our annual charity writing competition.


  Like previous collections, we feel this addition to the series truly highlights the exceptional wealth of talent to be found in the speculative genres. Whether you favor nuanced horror, quirky fantasy, or cutting edge science fiction, each volume in the series will have what you are looking for.


  To explore other volumes in the series, visit us at www.bardsandsages.com.


  


  Sincerely,


  Julie Ann Dawson


  Editor


  
One Man’s Famine



  by Douglas J Lane


  


  He waited, as he had each day for the two weeks preceding, with the intermittent low growl in his stomach growing more regular. He cupped his eyes and peered through the plate glass, shielding the reflection of the city—the irrelevant city—now as vacant as a church on Thursday: the silent edifices, the meaningless facades of banks and offices, the glassy eyes of empty windows. He shut it all out in favor of the quiet comfort of the darkened interior of Hap’s.


  Red countertops still glistening from their last good scrubbing, swivel stools with the padded seats that hissed when you sat on them, stainless steel contraptions for toasting, mixing, refrigeration—anything you could want from a kitchen all waited beyond the glass.


  Mitch wanted was a burger—a greasy, juicy, inch-and-a-half thick patty, ground chuck mixed with some of the little onion bits Hap liked to blend in, topped off with a slab of Wisconsin cheddar that melted until it blended with the juices of the burger and ran down onto the potato roll it was served on. No regular bun for a Hap’s burger, no sir. It was a ‘62 Caddy convertible with leather seats, a prom queen that put out, a Vegas-sized jackpot from an absurdly large slot machine. It was all Mitch wanted.


  At the notion of that burger, his stomach growled again, audible in the stillness. He couldn’t see the grill, no matter which window he chose. It was in back, hidden away from the prying eyes of customers, critics, and health inspectors alike. Mitch believed that was part of the magic of a Hap’s burger: you never got to see the trick of how he flavored it. He might dust it with paprika or French onion soup mix. He might fry it in the fat of a freshly killed lamb. For all Mitch knew, the old man might mop his brow twice with the patty before dropping it onto the sizzling grill and setting a weight on it. Mitch didn’t care. The flavor, the aroma, the mere fact of Hap’s burger was the compelling end, and the means mattered not.


  He’d considered smashing the window, going inside, helping himself. Lord knew it wouldn’t be the first time this week Mitch had forced a door for a meal. If Hap was still around, that would get the man’s ass down here. But the thought that Hap would get mad and elect to not serve him raised a shudder in Mitch. He couldn’t live without that burger. Couldn’t.


  As Mitch weighed shattering glass versus being thrown from Hap’s version of Eden, he felt a tap on his shoulder. “Mitch, man. You’re persistent, I’ll give you that.”


  Mitch turned to face Henry. All Mitch knew of him was his name. He was a tall man, but not to the point of intimidation. A spark of wily intelligence flickered in his eyes. His dark hair was shocked with gray at one temple. They’d run into each other every day this week in front of Hap’s—the only evidence of life left around 72nd Street. Henry stayed uptown with three or four other people he’d met since the city went empty. He’d been after Mitch to come with him and join them at the hotel they’d commandeered, offered him safety in numbers. Henry dressed like he was on his way to visit his broker. It made Mitch pull self-consciously at the ratty jeans that were now a size too big.


  “He’ll be here,” Mitch said. “Hap, he’s dependable. He had the flu something terrible a few years ago. Laid him up at Mercy Hospital for two weeks. Rents being what they are, Hap being the only cook, losing money every day he was laid up, people thought the place would have to close. No way to make money and pay bills when you’re in a bad way. No more Hap’s burgers! But Hap came back. It’s what he does. He’s a survivor. A man of the people.”


  “The people? If there are a dozen left in this whole city, I’d be surprised, and I know half of them,” Henry said. “Whatever happened, we’re it. We’re on our own. Hap isn’t coming. Nobody is.”


  Mitch cupped his eyes and peered inside again. Polished chrome and squared-off stainless steel napkin dispensers beckoned. “Yes he will,” Mitch said, a note of defiance in his tone. “You wait. Hap will come. He’ll be back making burgers again. Soon, too. And burgers for the faithful first. You’ll have to stand in line.”


  “The power has been off. The meat’s all bad, even if Hap was still here, which he isn’t.”


  “You’re wrong!” Mitch said, punctuated by his stomach’s fresh snarl.


  Henry stared at him. “When was the last time you ate?”


  Mitch pondered. It was within the last few days, something out of a can he found in the cupboard of a place he broke into in his building. He’d run out of food. He didn’t keep much on hand on a normal day. Mrs. Tompkins had vanished with the rest of his neighbors. Mitch considered it less of a sin and more of a necessary blemish, kicking her door in and raiding her cabinets. Whatever it was he’d eaten, it had been insubstantial. He wasn’t even sure he’d kept it down. “Don’t know. Doesn’t matter. I’ll be right as rain after that burger.”


  Henry shook his head. “Look, Mitch. I hardly know you, but there’s nothing here for you anymore. You’re wasting away. And for what? Some old, pudgy fry cook who disappeared with the rest of the population. Come with me. We’ll fix you right up.”


  Mitch hitched his jeans up again and ran his hand across his flattening stomach, a vacant gesture. “I have to wait for him. I can’t miss him. If no one’s here, he might not come back again.” He stared at the empty stools, sought solace in the way the light reflected off their frames. His voice took on the weight of a cloud. “This is all I got to do on earth, Henry.”


  Behind him, Henry sighed.


  The steel socket wrench caught the sunlight on the downward swing and landed at the base of Mitch’s skull with a crack. The force of the blow bounced Mitch off the glass, which rang from the impact. His body crumpled to the ground, spasming on the sidewalk. Henry finished him with two more blows. He stood over the body, studying it.


  It was a shame how lean Mitch had become this last week, but he’d still go far enough uptown. They’d learned how to stretch a meal.


  
The Firedrake



  by Lynn Veach Sadler


  


  I had stayed in bed after General Sun left the next morning. That’s how I thought of him—”General Sun.” He called me “Mrs. Godbolt.” Always. I wondered why. For me, saying “General Sun” kept him at a distance, as though I knew I were dreaming about him within the dream. Funny. I had remembered the dream to try to get rid of him. Now to keep him, I was remembering him as a dream-within-the-dream.


  I got up about 9:30, bathed and dressed. The most presentable attire I could find was the pair of black silk pajamas that belonged to General Sun. He had brought the top and laid it with the bottoms for me on a chair next to the bed. I knew his wishes. I was almost immobilized by the pajamas, luxuriating in their feel against my skin and the faint odor they retained of General Sun’s body.


  I didn’t have much faith in the plane ride, perhaps because I knew my affair with General Sun to be fantasized, an interlude within the dream. It was too different. It could not have been spun from my own resources. If Chris had dreamed his dream before and made me part of it, why not General Sun now?


  Also, I had the feeling that the threads were straining. I didn’t know what the outcome would be. General Sun or Chris within the dream? Scott and the real world? Of course, it would be the latter. What was I thinking about? The only question was how the dream would be resolved. Unless Scott woke me up, it had to be resolved. I would hardly allow myself to wake up without its being completed.


  Only, I hoped the ending wasn’t up to me. I didn’t want to choose between Chris and General Sun or between the world destroyed and the world renewed through a child who belonged to me and Chris.


  The child! Oh, God. I had forgotten the child. If I became pregnant now, I wouldn’t know who the father was. What would Chris say? What had I done?


  I sat down before the window to think about it. What could I tell Chris? There was no way General Sun would spirit me off to China like this. That solution would be too easy.


  What was it General Sun had said? We would be the first examples of cultural assimilation? Then, if I were pregnant by him, the child would be an even better example of cultural assimilation.


  I must be mad. I couldn’t sort it all out. Where would it all end?


  There was a crash in the next room. Then Mose stuck his head in the door of the bedroom. I was tremendously relieved to see him.


  “Are you all right, Mrs. Godbolt?”


  “Yes.”


  “Come on then. The others have gone for Chris. They should already be there. I’ve got to get you to the cellar. Come, please. Hurry!”


  I took a last look around the room. What could I do? If there were only some way I could say good-bye to General Sun, let him know that I was sorry.


  “Just one minute, Mose. Go on if you have to. I know where to go.”


  “I’ll check the hall. Hurry, ma’am.”


  I ran into the bathroom and dumped the soda out of its black lacquered box onto the bar of the lavatory. As quickly as I could, I wrote in Chinese characters, “Good-bye, my love.” There was nothing else I could do for him.


  Mose was in the hall. The two Chinese guards were dead. We began to run.


  Mose left me at the basement door. We shook hands and he was gone. Then I went into and across the basement. Trying not to think about the possibility that I would never see the world like this again, I opened the secret door and raced the car as fast as it would go. Chris wasn’t there yet. I ran to our room and dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt. I didn’t know what to do about General Sun’s pajamas, but I knew I couldn’t throw them away. I wondered if General Sun still had my clothes. I folded the pajamas and put them under some things in a drawer of the dressing room. Getting into the new clothes made me feel that I had shed my skin. I also felt as though General Sun must know now that we were over.


  I ran back out, took the car to the basement again, and stood watch at the peep hole. After a long time, the door to the cellar opened.


  It was General Sun. He stood there looking around the basement. I knew he was searching for the secret entry. I wanted to go to him. I headed for the spot under the electronic beam.


  Just as the wall opened and I started though, Chris came into the basement. General Sun was looking at me, unaware of Chris’ presence.


  “No!” I screamed.


  They both stood as they were and looked at me. Nobody seemed to know what to do. We might have been suspended there, a reincarnation of the archetype of the eternal triangle.


  It was Chris who said it. “Choose, Winn. You have to choose. Only you.”


  Upstairs, the explosions had started.


  General Sun spoke then. “It is not my men against those of Mr. Godbolt. It is State Enterprises against the Russian and Arab invaders. Is it not so?” He turned to Chris.


  I wasn’t sure I understood.


  Chris nodded. “He’s right. When it broke out, all of us here fought together. Nobody planned the liaison. It just happened. But they are too many for us. In case I didn’t survive, I told General Sun where to come. It had to be this way, I guess. Now it’s up to you, Winn.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Godbolt. It is up to you. I had not known the choice would be exactly this way.” He smiled.


  “I won’t. You’ve no right to ask it of me. Not this way. It’s not fair.”


  They both smiled. It was such a queer time to be smiling, I remember thinking.


  Up above us, the din was becoming even louder.


  “Winn, you’ve got to decide.”


  “What do you know about it, Chris?”


  “Enough. It’s all right. I understand. He’s an enemy I could respect at least. He wasn’t responsible for what happened to Georgiana Hawks. And, to be fair, I have to tell you this, too. Matita—it was Matita who was giving him the information about us. She let us think it was Georgiana.”


  “But he had her thrown off the roof. I saw it.”


  “No. That was faked to keep her cover. Now choose. We’re running out of time.”


  “Then it will be both of you, or I go up there.” I nodded in the direction of the stairs.


  This time it was General Sun. “Do you know what it is you ask of us?”


  “Do you know what you’re asking of me?”


  “God, Winn…all right. Come on. We’ll have to make it work.”


  He opened the wall door and the three of us stepped inside.


  There was the immediate problem of how we would ride, whether the car would be sent back for General Sun. Chris climbed in. General Sun took his place beside him. I could have sat on General Sun’s lap. I motioned for them to go on. I wanted time to think by myself.


  I felt, I discovered, nothing, a flat nothing about the ménage à trois that was already history, established fact, the status quo. I was neither jubilant nor curious. It had simply happened. The child I could possibly be carrying, was probably carrying, had two fathers, physically and spiritually. That was a fact. One accepts facts. I was bound to both men. Another fact.


  I was also bound to a man outside this dream, but not by the ties of shared parenthood. Whatever that might or might not mean in deciding whether I went back or stayed here.


  I accepted all this as fact, for the moment. Fact without feeling. I felt, though, that my emotional detachment ought to bother me. It didn’t. I seemed somehow to be past them all. But what could possibly be next?


  General Sun brought the car back for me, leaped out, and came to meet me. I was standing carelessly, leaning back against the wall.


  “I would not have come, but I saw your note in the white powder. Are you sorry, Mrs. Godbolt?”


  “No, General Sun. I think it had to be this way. We must go now. Chris will be waiting.”


  He nodded, but he didn’t stop. He came toward me, bent to kiss me. I felt the old power, but maintained my detachment, too.


  He could tell. “Ah, it is not the same with you. What is wrong?”


  “I don’t know. I feel as though we have moved on. Beyond what was back there.”


  He nodded. “To a degree, yes, you are correct. I will try again, however. It is not your husband?”


  “No. I don’t think so.”


  “Come. We will go now. I do not give up.”


  I knew that he wouldn’t. I didn’t want him to. Only, I couldn’t feel anything of the way we had been together before.


  Chris was in the Communications Center. He asked General Sun to monitor the grounds and prepare a printout for the report we would keep. General Sun agreed, and then Chris asked if he could talk with me in private. He made the request openly in front of General Sun, who continued his task and appeared unconcerned.


  If I had been feeling and thinking normally, I would have been amused at how quick each one was to try to assert or reassert his claim.


  Chris and I went to the bedroom we had never yet used together. He was in pain, and I was sorry, but I lacked empathy.


  He was trying to maintain control. “When I saw the message in the bathroom, I wanted to kill him. At the least, I intended to stay up there with the others. But I had already offered him this sanctuary. I knew then that he would come here for you. I had to, too. What happened with you, Winn?”
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